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Abstract 
Drawing upon the multiple roles of affect posited by Elaboration Likelihood Model, the current 
paper examines the effectiveness of message-relevant affect. Specifically, humorous and fear-
evoking anti-drink driving messages are examined in terms of perceptions of relative influence on 
self and others (i.e., the third-person effect) and their performance on a range of persuasion 
outcomes. The influence of involvement, response efficacy, and gender on persuasion outcomes 
is also examined. Participants (N = 201) viewed two advertisements and completed two 
questionnaires: the first assessed pre-exposure attitudes and behaviour and immediate-post 
exposure attitudes and intentions; the second, 2 to 4 weeks later, assessed attitudes and behaviour.  
The results revealed, as predicted, interactions of the key variables and evidence of the greater 
persuasiveness of negative appeals immediately after exposure whilst greater improvement of 
positive appeals over time. The findings highlight the importance of continuing the exploration of 
positive appeals as a persuasive alternative to negative appeals. 
 
Keywords: Road safety advertising; message-relevant affect, emotional appeals; positive emotion; 
response efficacy; persuasion. 
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An Examination of Message-Relevant Affect in Road Safety Messages: 
Should Road Safety Advertisements aim to make us Feel Good or Bad? 
1.0 Introduction 
This study examines message-relevant affect and, in particular, the relative effectiveness 
of negative and positive emotional appeals in the road safety advertising context. Message-
relevant affect (or advertisement-induced affect) refers to affect that is evoked in direct response 
to an attitude object (i.e., persuasive message) and is part of the communication itself (Dillard & 
Wilson, 1993). It is a transient affective state that may be contrasted with message-irrelevant 
affect, or what is more commonly referred to as mood. Mood is considered an enduring, longer-
lasting, diffused affective state that is not typically focused upon (or aware) of a specific cause 
(Dillard & Wilson, 1993; Jorgensen, 1998). 
This research is informed by a number of practical considerations relating to the use of 
emotional appeals in road safety as well as contemporary developments in persuasion literature. 
At a practical level, in many countries including Australia and New Zealand, there is a strong 
reliance on the use of negative, fear-based appeals in road safety. However, the empirical 
evidence relating to the use of such messages has been mixed. Furthermore, there is some 
evidence suggesting that community expectations may be shaped by advertising practice such 
that there may be circularity in public perceptions based on frequency of use and perceived 
effectiveness. For instance, given that appeals to positive emotions are seldom used in the road 
safety context they may be considered relatively less effective than fear-based approaches simply 
because the latter approach is utilised more frequently (see Lewis, Watson, White, & Tay, 
2007a). It follows that individuals may hold specific expectations regarding what a road safety 
advertisement should incorporate including what types of emotions it should evoke.  
In relation to persuasion literature, reflecting the complexity of the emotion-persuasion 
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relationship, there has been a growing acceptance of the view that emotion (or affect) plays 
multiple roles as opposed to a single function in persuasion (see Petty, DeSteno, & Rucker, 
2001). A key factor identified as influencing the particular role that affect does play in persuasion 
is an individual’s level of involvement with the issue and/or message (see Petty et al., 2001; e.g., 
Petty, Schumann, Richman, & Strathman, 1993). Consequently, the involvement construct 
represents a key consideration when examining the emotion-persuasion relationship. Moreover, 
evidence has suggested that there are differences in the manner in which individuals of varying 
levels of involvement process persuasive messages. Specifically, prior research has established 
that highly involved individuals are likely to process persuasive messages systematically whereas 
individuals of low involvement are more likely to process the same message heuristically (see 
Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; e.g., Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981). The Elaboration Likelihood 
Model of persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) provides the theoretical foundation for each of 
these key considerations underpinning the current research.   
1.1 The Elaboration Likelihood Model and Affect 
Much of the more recent evidence on the role of emotion (affect) in attitude change has 
been based upon the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). As a multi-
process theory of persuasion this framework better captures the complexity of the many roles of 
affect (Petty et al., 2001). The ELM proposes that attitude change via persuasion occurs through 
one of two processing routes: central or peripheral (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). The processing 
enacted depends upon the extent of elaboration which ranges from limited thinking to extensive 
consideration of message arguments. The extent of elaboration is mediated by the individual’s 
level of motivation and/or ability (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Petty & Wegener, 1999). When 
motivation/ability levels are high, elaboration is also high and the message is processed centrally. 
Conversely, when motivation/ability levels are low, elaboration is also low and the message is 
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believed to be processed peripherally whereby individuals are persuaded by some peripheral 
cue(s) (e.g., the number, as opposed to the quality, of arguments presented; Petty & Cacioppo, 
1984). Also, central processing is believed to produce attitudes that are more enduring than 
peripheral processing (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Petty, Haugtvedt, & Smith, 1995). 
Whilst numerous factors have been shown to influence an individual’s level of motivation 
and ability to elaborate, one key factor is an individual’s level of involvement. Involvement, 
when conceptualised in terms of personal relevance, posits that an individual is highly involved 
with an issue when they perceive it as having some direct impact on their life (Perloff, 1993). 
Moreover, a substantial body of research supports that notion that involvement also influences the 
manner in which affect influences attitudes is believed to determine the particular role that affect 
will play in persuasion (Petty et al., 2001; e.g., Petty et al., 1993). Thus, there is an important 
interplay between level of involvements and affect in determining persuasive outcomes as 
reflected by a substantial body of evidence supporting the notion that affect does influence 
attitudes in different ways under low- and high- elaboration conditions (Petty et al., 1993; 2001). 
1.1.1 Affect under low involvement conditions 
Under low involvement conditions, affect is believed to influence attitudes in a simple and 
direct manner with minimal cognitive effort (see Petty et al., 1993). Under such conditions, affect 
has been shown to operate as a peripheral cue, impacting upon attitudes in a manner consistent 
with its valence such that positive affect is more likely to result in favourable attitudes than 
negative affect (see Petty et al., 2001). Classical conditioning has been provided as one 
explanation of this effect (e.g., Zanna, Kiesler, & Pilkonis, 1970). Alternatively, it has also been 
suggested that under low involvement conditions, affect may be more likely to provide 
informational value (Petty et al., 2001) consistent with the “how do I feel about it” heuristic (see 
Schwarz, 1990; Schwarz & Clore, 1983; 1988). According to this heuristic, individuals simply 
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assess how they feel while evaluating the attitude object (i.e., the message) and base their 
evaluation on this assessment. If the affect is positive an individual will form a favourable 
evaluation however, if it is negative they will form an unfavourable evaluation (Schwarz, 1990).  
Thus, immediately after exposure, for individuals of lower involvement, the positive 
appeals should be more persuasive than the negative appeals. This expectation is consistent with 
the “how do I feel about it?” heuristic and is based on evidence that individuals lower in 
involvement are more likely to rely on simple heuristic cues to process rather than engage in 
effortful processing (Petty, Gleicher, & Baker, 1991). More specifically, given that immediately 
after exposure, the cause of individuals’ feelings is salient (i.e., the persuasive message) 
individuals would attribute (correctly) their positive feelings to the effect of the message and thus 
would evaluate the positive messages more favourably.  
Moreover, in relation to the interaction with other variables, analogous to evidence that 
under low involvement conditions, a number of weak arguments may be rated better than fewer 
strong arguments (see Petty et al., 1981), it is expected that rather than the strength of the 
response efficacy present, individuals may be guided by a simple heuristic of strategy present 
versus strategy absent (as opposed to quality or appropriateness of the strategy recommended). 
Thus, response efficacy may interact with involvement and appeal type such that, for those 
individuals lower in involvement, the positive, high response efficacy appeal is most persuasive.  
Hypothesis 1a: It is predicted that, immediately after exposure, for individuals who report 
lower involvement, the highest attitudes and intentions would be associated with the positive, 
high response efficacy appeal.  
In contrast, after a time delay, for individuals lower in involvement, previous evidence 
would suggest that such individuals would process the messages less elaborately and, thus, could 
be expected to have less enduring attitudes formed overall.  
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Hypothesis 1b: At follow-up, for individuals who report lower involvement, no difference 
will be found between the mean attitudinal and intentional scores provided for the positive and 
negative appeals.  
1.1.2 Affect under high involvement conditions  
Under high involvement conditions, emotional states may be subject to careful scrutiny 
for their informational value similar to arguments included in a message (see Petty et al., 2001). 
The influence of affect upon attitudes under such conditions is likely to be mediated by other 
factors such as the valence of the thoughts generated (Petty et al., 1993) and the interpretations 
individuals make of their affective states (Bohner & Weinerth, 2001; Martin, Abend, Sedikides, 
& Green, 1997; Petty et al., 2001).  In relation to interpretations of affect, of particular relevance 
to the current research, is the view that affect may function in terms of an input-to-role-fulfilment 
evaluation process (Martin et al., 1997). This affect-as-input view poses that the more individuals 
experience feelings they expected to feel if the target object had fulfilled its role, the more 
favourable their subsequent evaluations of the target (Martin et al., 1997). Empirical evidence has 
been provided for this view of affect’s role (see Bohner & Weinerth, 2001; Martin et al., 1997) 
For example, Martin et al. (1997) found that the more individuals experienced the feelings that 
they had expected to from a given story (i.e., felt tearful or amused following either a sad or 
humorous story respectively), the more favourably they responded to the story.  
When applying this view to persuasive messages, the view proposes that if an individual’s 
expectations of how they expect to feel match the affect that was actually experienced, persuasion 
will likely be enhanced whereas in instances where there is a mismatch between expectations and 
experience, an aversive effect on persuasion is likely to ensue.  
For instance, individuals cognizant of (or highly involved with) the road safety issue may 
have difficulty accepting positive emotional messages over traditional, negative, fear-based 
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approaches because the former appeal type would likely evoke unexpected positive emotions. 
Thus, immediately after exposure, for individuals who score higher in involvement, the negative 
appeal should be the most persuasive. This expectation is consistent with the affect-as-input view 
of affect’s role and is based on evidence that individuals higher in involvement are more likely to 
engage in systematic processing of the message (Petty et al., 1991). Moreover, to the extent that 
those higher in involvement would be more likely to consider the cognitive components of the 
message and, in particular, the level of response efficacy incorporated within the message, it is 
expected that high rather than low levels of response efficacy will be interact with involvement 
and appeal type such that, for individuals higher in involvement, the negative, high response 
efficacy appeal is most persuasive. 
Hypothesis 2a: It is predicted that, immediately after exposure, for individuals who report 
higher involvement, the highest attitudes and intentions will be associated with the negative, high 
response efficacy appeal.   
In contrast, after a time delay, consistent with evidence that individuals of higher 
involvement would systematically process, it follows that such individuals would also be more 
likely to consider (and scrutinize) the affect that they experienced. Whilst this increased 
elaboration may lead individuals to favour negative appeals immediately after exposure, at 
follow-up, highly involved individuals may be likely to consider simply how they felt at the time 
in a more general sense. This suggestion is based on the notion that, as a transient affective state, 
message-relevant affect is likely to inform judgements immediately after exposure to a message 
while it remains salient; however, after a time delay, the affective state may become more 
diffused and consistent with a general mood (Schwarz, 1990). Consequently, in the case of 
positive emotional appeals, individuals may recall a more general sense of having felt “good”. 
This “feeling good” may be misattributed to the extent that it leads them to think that because 
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they felt good about the message that it must have been a “good” message and to be a good 
message they must have been persuaded by it (i.e., the “how do I feel about it?” heuristic). 
Hypothesis 2b: At follow-up, for individuals who report higher involvement, higher 
attitudes and intentions would be associated with the positive rather than the negative appeals.  
1.2 Negative versus positive message-relevant affect: An overview of existing evidence 
Despite the frequent use of fear-based health messages, a substantial body of literature 
attests to the contradictory findings between the level of fear evoked and the extent of subsequent 
persuasion achieved (for review of the use of fear in road safety campaigns see Elliott, 2003; 
Lewis, Watson, Tay, & White, 2007). Although recent meta-analytical research has proposed a 
small but reliable positive linear relationship between fear and persuasion (e.g., Witte & Allen, 
2000), the magnitude of this correlation suggests that fear arousal is neither the only nor the main 
explanatory factor of a message’s persuasiveness. Indeed, the more contemporary fear appeal 
models, namely Rogers’ (1975) Protection Motivation Theory and Witte’s (1992) Extended 
Parallel Process Model have identified key cognitive factors/processes that influence the fear-
persuasion relationship and consequently have afforded less focus upon the emotion of fear.  
Of the factors examined in relation to the fear-persuasion relationship, particular 
significance has been placed upon the role of response efficacy (Witte & Allen, 2000). Response 
efficacy refers to the provision of coping strategies or recommendations within a message (Witte, 
1992). Of note, recent meta-analytical evidence has identified response efficacy as one of the 
most important predictors of adaptive outcomes resulting from exposure to fear-evoking 
messages (Floyd et al., 2000).  
In addition to response efficacy, a number of individual difference factors have been 
examined. Interestingly, whilst meta-analytical evidence has suggested that demographic 
characteristics such as gender and age have limited or no impact upon the effectiveness of fear 
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appeals (Witte & Allen, 2000), recent evidence, found in relation to gender, has challenged this 
conclusion (Goldenbeld, Twisk, & Houwing, 2008; Lewis, Watson, & Tay, 2007b). For instance, 
Lewis et al. (2007b) found that males were more likely to report appeals of high physical threats 
(i.e., appeals which depict death and/or injury as the consequences of unsafe/illegal behaviour) as 
having more influence on other drivers in general than themselves (the third-person effect [TPE], 
Davison, 1983; Lewis et al., 2007b). Moreover, males in this study were found to report 
significantly less intention to improve their future driving behaviour in relation to speeding and 
drink driving than females (Lewis et al., 2007b).   
The concerning aspect of these findings is that males, as a high risk road user group, 
frequently represent the intended target of high physical threats (Tay, 2002). Compared with 
females, males are at much greater risk of being injured or killed in road trauma and are more 
likely to engage in risky behaviours such as speeding and drink driving (e.g., Harré, Field, & 
Kirkwood, 1996). Thus, despite representing the intended target of many of the high fear-based 
appeals, it seems that males are not being persuaded by such messages (or, at least, relatively less 
so than their female counterparts; Lewis et al., 2007b). Arguably, any evidence suggesting that 
such appeals are not reaching their persuasive goals justifies the need for further exploration for 
more effective approaches.  
Interestingly, contemporary literature has identified humorous appeals as more persuasive 
than non-humorous appeals for males for health appeals addressing AIDS and sunscreen use 
(Conway & Dubé, 20021; Struckman-Johnson et al., 1994; see also Hastings, Stead, & Webb, 
2004). Although not road safety messages, these findings are encouraging and suggest that, even 
for messages addressing serious health topics, positive message-relevant affect (i.e., humour) may 
                                                 
1 Conway and Dubé (2002) found this effect for high masculinity individuals. Evidence has suggested that males are 
typically higher in masculinity than females (Bem, 1974).  
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be an alternative, effective persuasive strategy for one of the key high risk road user groups.  
However, a concern that has been associated with the possible increased use of positive 
emotional appeals in road safety is that such appeals, relative to negative appeals, are less likely 
to be recalled and, thus, less effective over longer time intervals than negative appeals (Lewis et 
al., 2007a). However, other research, not from the road safety advertising context, has challenged 
this concern indicating that whilst negative appeals incorporating threats of physical harm may 
have a diminishing influence over time, positive appeals may actually become more persuasive 
over time. For instance, research based on messages promoting tooth brushing, found that high 
threats of physical harm had a persuasive advantage over other appeals (i.e., low threats of 
physical harm and social approval threats) on immediate post-exposure measures of intention. 
However, on longer-term measures of actual behaviour change, the persuasive advantage of such 
appeals disappeared (Evans et al., 1970). Whilst Lammers et al. (1983), utilising audio-taped 
advertisements for an industrial product, reported that a humorous appeal was more persuasive 
than a serious appeal after a delay. The authors concluded that the persuasive impact of humour 
cannot be measured immediately after exposure as to do so would typically reveal a persuasive 
disadvantage of humorous appeals relative to other messages. Rather, humour’s positive impact 
on persuasion can only be detected after a time delay. Although not providing direct comparisons 
of positive versus negative emotional appeals, the Lammers et al.’s (1983) and Evans et al.’s 
(1970) studies, suggest that the relative effectiveness of the two appeal types may vary over time.  
Although there is emerging empirical evidence supporting the potential use of positive 
emotion in appeals in road safety, it is important to note that compared with the substantial body 
of empirical and theoretical evidence that has amassed in relation to negative message-relevant 
affect in terms of fear-based messages, there is a relative paucity in theoretical explanations of the 
manner in which positive message-relevant affect influences persuasion (Nabi, 2002). Moreover, 
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much of what is currently known about positive affect and persuasion is based upon studies of 
positive message-irrelevant affect (i.e., mood) (Petty et al., 1993).  Of note however, much of this 
evidence has shown that positive mood may have advantageous effects for persuasion (Petty et 
al., 1993). Thus, the important aspect to be noted from this evidence is that experiencing a 
positive feeling state (albeit a diffused, long-lasting state rather than transient affective response) 
can evidence improved persuasive effects. 
Thus, the evidence discussed suggests that there may be a persuasive advantage for using 
positive appeals with males. Consequently, an important contribution to the literature may be to 
examine the TPE (i.e., the perceived relative influence on self and others) in relation to both 
negative and positive emotional appeals and, in particular, to examine the extent that males may 
report being more influenced than others to positive appeals.  
Hypothesis 3: In relation to the TPE and positive and negative emotional messages, it is 
predicted that a gender effect will be found such that males will report a classic TPE and females 
a reversal of the TPE in response to negative appeals. However, for the positive appeals it is 
expected that TPE reversals will be found for males and classic TPE’s for females.  
Finally, in addition to the expected gender effects in relation to the TPE, gender effects 
are also expected in relation to the persuasion outcomes utilised in the current study.  
Hypothesis 4: Males will rate positive appeals as more effective in terms of  
the attitudinal and intentional measures than females.  
 In summary, the overarching aim of the current study is to explore the relative 
persuasiveness of positive (humorous) and negative (fear-evoking) emotional appeals for anti-
drink driving messages. This aim includes examining effectiveness in terms of (i) a range of 
persuasive outcomes and (ii) with such measures assessed both immediately after viewing of the 
advertisements as well as after a time delay. Moreover, the study examines the extent that 
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involvement, response efficacy, and gender influence the relative effectiveness of the different 
emotional appeals. Additionally, the study aims to support as well as extend upon previous 
evidence relating to the TPE, gender, and the relative influence of the emotional appeals.  
2.0 Method 
2.1 Participants 
To participate, a current motor vehicle’s licence was required. Overall, 201 (71 males, 130 
females) drivers participated at Time 1. Approximately half of the sample were aged 34 years or 
younger (N = 109, 54.2%). In an attempt to increase the representativeness of the participating 
drivers, two data collection strategies were utilised: participants completed the study on-line (N = 
94, 46.8%2) or with a pen and paper version (N = 107, 53.2%). The internet option was advertised 
through print and radio media and was intended to provide a more diverse representation of the 
general driving public compared with the sample offered by the pen and paper version given that 
the latter version was completed by students undertaking a psychology unit at a major Australian 
university. Some students received partial course credit for their involvement in the study. 
Of the participants who completed the first questionnaire, 118 (Males = 30, Females = 88) 
completed the follow-up questionnaire. Of note, whilst the actual number of males and females 
who did not continue with the study was equal, proportionally more females (67.7%) were 
retained in the follow-up sample than males (42.3%). However, analyses revealed that 
participants who completed the second survey did not differ from participants who did not 
complete it on key dependent variables assessed in the first questionnaire (i.e., drink driving 
attitude and intentions).  
2.2 Design 
                                                 
2 Surveys submitted that were complete or that contained minimal missing data. 
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The study incorporated data collection via questionnaires administered at the time of 
exposure to the advertisements and 2 to 4 weeks later. At the first stage of data collection, a 2 x 2 
x 2 x 2 mixed design was utilised with appeal type (positive, negative), involvement (low, high), 
and gender as between-groups variables and response efficacy (low, high) as a within-groups 
variable (to ensure that, at the end of exposure, individuals had been exposed to the same level of 
information and strategies provided). The dependent variables assessed in the first questionnaire 
were immediate-post exposure attitudes and intentions relating to drink driving whilst at follow-
up, attitudes, intentions, and behaviour were assessed.  
2.3 Materials 
 Four anti-drink driving advertisements (see Table 1) were identified from previous 
research (see Lewis et al., 2007a). These advertisements incorporated either a low or high level of 
response efficacy and evoked either positive emotions (i.e., the humorous advertisements evoked 
feelings such as being ‘amused’ and ‘happy’) or negative emotions (i.e., the fear-evoking 
advertisements evoked feelings such as being ‘afraid’ and ‘scared’). 
2.4 Measures 
2.4.1 First questionnaire 
Prior drink driving behaviour was assessed using an item that asked participants whether 
they had driven when over the legal limit in the previous 12 months. Responses were coded into a 
scale of 1(Never), 2(Once), 3(Twice), 4(Three or more times). 
To assess the TPE, participants indicated the extent that “you yourself would be 
influenced” and “other drivers in general would be influenced by the advertisement” on a scale of 
from 1 (Not influenced at all) to 7 (Extremely influenced). The items were derived from previous 
research (e.g., Lewis et al., 2007a; see also Duck & Mullin, 1995; Henriksen, & Flora, 1999). 
 A composite scale of four items assessed response efficacy in terms of the effectiveness 
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and usefulness of the information and strategies provided in the message (e.g., the advertisement 
provided information that would be useful to avoid situations involving drinking and driving). 
Responses were made on a scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). The scale for 
both the high and low response efficacy advertisements was internally reliable (Cronbach alphas 
of .88 and .86, respectively). 
 To measure emotional responses to the advertisement participants were asked to rate, on a 
scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree), the extent that viewing the advertisement 
had made them feel mostly (i) positive feelings and (ii) negative feelings3.  
Attitude towards drink driving was measured pre-exposure and following each 
advertisement. Given the strong social disapproval that surrounds drink driving, participants 
would likely report ceiling effects if the items assessed driving after drinking when over the legal 
BAC limit. Thus, participants indicated the extent that it was unacceptable (1) to acceptable (7) 
and foolish (1) to wise (7) to (i) drive after consuming a quantity of alcohol likely to leave you 
under the legal blood alcohol concentration (BAC) limit, and to (ii) drive after consuming any 
quantity of alcohol. A composite measure was created from these four items. Cronbach alphas 
ranged from .87 to .90 indicating that each scale was internally reliable. Responses were reverse 
scored such that higher scores indicated less favourable attitudes towards drink driving.  
Intentions were measured after each advertisement. Participants were asked to indicate the 
extent that they intended to use strategies to reduce the risk of drink driving from 1 (Strongly 
Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). Similar to the attitude items, it was thought that assessing 
participants’ general intention to “do something” would be associated with less social desirability 
                                                 
3  The following instruction preceded the questions assessing emotions experienced: “The following section of 
questions relate to the feelings you experienced from watching the advertisement. Before continuing, please refer to 
the following information. NEGATIVE feelings = experiencing feelings such as sadness, anger, guilt, and fear. 
POSITIVE feelings = experiencing feelings such as happiness, excitement, contentment, cheerfulness. 
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bias than items that assessed an intention such as “I intend not to drive after drinking”.  
Involvement was operationalised in terms of personal relevance. Specifically, participants 
were asked, “How relevant is the advertisement to you and your driving”. Responses were made 
on a scale from 1 (Not relevant at all) to 7 (Extremely relevant). This question was assessed after 
each advertisement and an overall measure of involvement was obtained by computing an 
average score of these two responses (i.e., r = .52, p <.001). A median split was then performed 
on the average score variable to form a dichotomous variable of low (M = 1.39, SD = 0.54) and 
high (M = 4.34, SD = 1.14) involvement. 
2.4.2 Follow-up questionnaire 
Attitude towards drink driving was assessed using the same items as those used in the first 
questionnaire and was again internally reliable (Cronbach alpha = .80). Self-reported drink 
driving behaviour was also assessed. Participants were asked to indicate how many times, in the 
past 2 to 4 weeks, they had driven after consuming alcohol and possibly were over the legal blood 
alcohol concentration (BAC) limit. Participants responded to this item on a scale of 1 (Never), 
2(Once), 3(Twice), 4(Three or more times).  
2.5 Procedure 
All material describing the study (e.g., leaflets posted on noticeboards) including the 
information flyer provided to participants explicitly noted that the study was about road safety 
advertisements and that each participant would be viewing road safety television advertisements. 
Of note, the material also included a warning that some people may find the advertisements 
distressing and should consider whether they would feel comfortable continuing. Whilst this 
warning was real, it also would have contributed to the expectation that individuals had of the 
advertisements that they were likely to see and thus, the feelings they were likely to experience. 
Participants in the pen and paper version completed the survey in groups with the researcher 
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present throughout the study. All participants viewed two advertisements and viewed each 
advertisement once only. Participants were instructed to commence the first section of the survey 
immediately and once completed, then viewed the first advertisement and completed the relevant 
section of the questionnaire. This procedure was repeated for the second advertisement. The 
condition shown (i.e., appeal type) was alternated from session to session and the advertisement 
order (i.e., low or high response efficacy) counterbalanced. 
The condition appearing on-line was rotated every few days and the advertisement order 
counterbalanced. For the follow-up survey, participants completed the same version of the survey 
that they had completed previously and surveys were matched via email addresses in the internet 
version and via a unique identifying code in the pen and paper condition. At follow-up, no 
advertisements were shown.  
3.0 Results 
3.1 Manipulation Checks 
To check the effectiveness of the response efficacy and appeal type manipulations, 2 
(positive, negative) x 2 (low, high) mixed-design MANOVAs were conducted. For the response 
efficacy manipulation, a significant main effect for response efficacy was found (Wilks’ Λ = .90, 
F(1, 198) = 22.15, p < .001, ηp2 = .10). As expected, advertisements in the high response efficacy 
condition were significantly higher in response efficacy than advertisements in the low response 
efficacy condition (Ms = 4.95 and 4.43, respectively), Wilks’ Λ = .90, F(1, 198) = 22.15, p < .001, 
ηp2 = .10.  
For the appeal type manipulation, a significant main effect for appeal type was found 
(Wilks’ Λ = .39, F(2, 198) = 154.26, p < .001, ηp2 = .61). As expected, participants exposed to the 
positive appeals reported a significantly higher level of positive feelings than participants 
exposed to the negative appeals (Ms = 5.02 and 1.70 respectively) and participants assigned to the 
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negative appeals reported a significantly higher level of negative feelings than participants 
exposed to the positive appeals (Ms = 5.88 and 3.34 respectively).  
3.2 Immediate persuasion outcomes 
The effects of appeal type, response efficacy, gender, and involvement were tested in 2 x 
2 x 2 x 2 mixed design ANCOVAs with the appropriate pre-exposure variable for each respective 
analysis entered as a covariate4. The use of a covariate avoids the use of difference scores given 
such scores have attracted criticism in relation to their poor psychometric properties (e.g., 
Humphreys, 1993; Peter, Churchill, & Brown, 1993). For each analysis, all significant results are 
reported in Table 4 whilst the results of all follow-up tests of significant interactions are reported 
in Sections 3.3.1 to 3.4.2. For follow-up tests, Bonferroni adjustments of alpha were made. 
3.2.1 Attitude  
Further examination of the significant 3-way interaction (see Table 4) revealed a 
significant effect for individuals higher in involvement in the high efficacy condition. Subsequent 
pairwise comparisons revealed that the negative appeal condition was associated with 
significantly less favourable attitudes towards drink driving than the positive appeal condition 
(Ms = 5.32 and 4.77, respectively). The only other significant effect was the main effect for 
gender which revealed that males had significantly weaker (more favourable) views towards 
drinking and driving than females (Ms = 4.19 and 5.14, respectively). 
3.2.2 Intentions to use strategies  
The results revealed a 4-way interaction approaching significance (see Table 4). 
Subsequent examination of this tendency revealed significant effects for males, lower in 
                                                 
4 For the analysis involving intention, consistent with evidence of the proximal relationship between intentions and 
behaviour (i.e., Theory of Planned Behaviour; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) and evidence identifying past behaviour  as 
one of the best predictors of future behaviour (Albarracin, Johnson, & Zanna, 2005), the pre-exposure measure of 
prior drink driving behaviour was entered as a covariate.  
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involvement, in the low efficacy condition (F(1, 112) = 7.78, p = .006, ηp2 = .07) as well as for 
females, higher in involvement in the low efficacy condition (F(1, 112) = 9.37, p = .003, ηp2 
= .08). Pairwise comparisons revealed males had significantly less intention to use strategies to 
avoid drink driving after being exposed to the positive appeal than the negative appeal (Ms = 4.25 
and 5.90, respectively) whilst females reporting higher involvement in the in the low efficacy 
condition also indicated significantly less intention to use strategies after viewing the positive 
appeal than the negative appeal (Ms = 4.63 and 6.73, respectively).  
3.3 Follow-up persuasive outcomes 
3.3.1 Attitude  
The effects of appeal type, gender, involvement, and time (pre-exposure [Time 1], 
immediate-post [Time 2], follow-up post [Time 3]) were tested in a 2 x 2 x 2 x 3 mixed design 
analysis of variance.  
Further examination of the significant 4-way interaction (see Table 4) revealed a 
significant effect for individuals who scored higher in involvement only. Subsequent pairwise 
comparisons revealed significant effects for both males and females in the positive appeals 
condition and for females only in the negative appeals condition. In the positive condition, males 
demonstrated a consistent and significant improvement in attitude scores over each of the three 
time periods with means scores at follow-up being significantly higher than scores at both pre- 
and immediate post-exposure (see Table 5). In contrast, whilst inspection of the means reveals 
that females demonstrated a similar trend of improvement over time, a significant difference was 
found between pre- and follow-up post-exposure only. In the negative condition, females’ mean 
attitude scores at pre-exposure were found to be significantly lower than at immediate post- and 
follow-up post-exposure. Moreover, inspection of the means in Table 5 reveals that females’ 
attitude scores at follow-up were lower than immediately after exposure indicating no further 
 20
persuasive improvement over time than that achieved immediately after.  
3.3.2 Driving after drinking when possibly over the limit  
The effects of appeal type, gender and involvement were examined in a 2 x 2 x 2 
ANCOVA with pre-exposure behaviour of driving when possibly over the legal limit entered as a 
covariate. Further investigations of the significant 3-way interaction (see Table 4) revealed a 
significant effect for males reporting higher involvement only. Specifically, pairwise comparisons 
indicated that the positive appeal condition was associated with significantly less reported driving 
when possibly over the limit than the negative appeal condition (Ms = 0.96 and 1.26, 
respectively).  
3.4 Perceptions of influence on self and others 
To examine the perceived influence of the different appeals on self and others, a 2 (appeal 
type: positive or negative) x 2 (target of influence: self and others) x 2 (gender) mixed-design 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) with appeal type and gender as the between-groups variables and 
target of influence as a repeated-measures variable, was conducted. The dependent variable was 
the influence score. The high and low response efficacy appeals were analysed separately.  
3.4.1 High response efficacy appeals  
The results revealed significant main effects for target (F(1, 197) = 9.91, p = .002) and 
appeal (F(1, 197) = 8.81, p = .003), as well as the effect of gender approaching significance (F(1, 
197) = 3.76, p = .054). Additionally, the 2-way interaction between appeal and gender was 
significant, (F(1, 197) = 7.12, p = .008) which was clarified further by a significant 3-way 
interaction between appeal type, gender, and target, (F(1, 197) = 5.42, p = .021).  
Follow-up tests revealed significant effects for influence ratings for both self (F(1, 197) = 
9.27, p = .003) and others (F(1, 197) = 7.73, p = .006) for the negative appeal only. Pairwise 
comparisons revealed that males perceived significantly less influence on self than females (M = 
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3.87; M = 5.12, respectively). Additionally, males perceived significantly less influence on others 
than females (M = 4.33; M = 5.20, respectively). Moreover, of note, inspection of the mean scores 
(see Table 2) reveals that males perceived relatively greater influence on others than self (i.e., 
4.33 versus 3.87) and, thus, evidenced a classic TPE (subsequent significance tests revealed that 
this difference approached significance, p = .09). In contrast, the self and others ratings reported 
by females reveals an attenuation of the classic TPE (i.e., 5.12 versus 5.20, ns).  
 Although the univariate tests for both influence on self and others failed to reach 
significance for the positive appeal, some interesting and noteworthy trends emerged. The means 
in Table 2 show a reversal of the results found for the negative high efficacy appeal. Specifically, 
for males, minimal difference in perceived influence on self and others (M = 3.97 versus M = 
4.09 respectively) was found indicating an attenuation of the classic TPE; however, for females, 
evidence of a classic TPE was found with self (M = 3.40) and others’ (M = 4.33) influence ratings.  
3.4.2 Low response efficacy appeals  
The results revealed significant main effects for target (F(1, 197) = 20.58, p < .001) and 
appeal (F(1, 197) = 12.29, p = .001). Additionally, significant 2-way interactions of target x 
appeal (F(1, 197) = 6.14, p = .014) and appeal x gender (F(1, 197) = 15.54, p <.001) were found. 
However, these results were clarified further by a significant 3-way interaction between target, 
appeal, and gender (F(1, 197) = 5.42, p = .021). 
Further examination of the significant 3-way interaction revealed significant effects for 
influence ratings for self (F(1, 197) = 15.89, p < .001) and others (F(1, 197) = 7.06, p = .008) for 
the negative condition with the effect for influence on self for the positive condition approaching 
significance (F(1, 197) = 3.74, p = .054). Pairwise comparisons revealed that, for the negative 
appeal, males perceived significantly less influence on self than females (M = 3.21; M = 4.70, 
respectively). Additionally, males perceived significantly less influence on others than females 
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(M = 3.80; M = 4.60, respectively). Similar to the high efficacy negative appeal, inspection of the 
means (see Table 3) reveals that males perceived relatively greater influence on others than self 
(i.e., 3.80 versus 3.21 respectively) and, thus, evidenced a classic TPE (subsequent significance 
tests revealed that this difference was significant, p = .023). In contrast, the self and others ratings 
reported by females reveals an attenuation of the TPE with a non-significant difference (p = .630) 
between the mean perceived influence ratings for self and others (Ms = 4.70 and 4.60, 
respectively).  
For the positive appeal, pairwise comparisons indicated that males perceived significantly 
more influence on self than females (M = 3.28; M = 2.53, respectively). No other effects were 
significant. Although males reported significantly greater influence on self relative to females, 
inspection of the means in Table 3 reveals that, overall, males perceptions were consistent with a 
classic TPE (i.e., mean scores of influence on self and others were 3.28 and 3.91 respectively and 
this difference approached significance, p = .029). Similarly, the self and other influence ratings 
reported by females indicated a classic TPE (M = 2.53 and M = 3.57 respectively; a difference 
which was significant, p < .001).  
4.0 Discussion 
The study aimed to examine the relative effectiveness of positive (humorous) and 
negative (fear-evoking) emotional appeals for anti-drink driving messages in terms of a range of 
persuasive outcome measures taken both immediately after exposure and after delay. It also 
aimed to investigate the impact of some key variables identified from theoretical and empirical 
evidence; namely, involvement, response efficacy, and gender on persuasiveness of the appeals. 
Finally, the study also aimed to examine the appeals in terms of their perceived influence on self 
and others; namely, the TPE. 
4.1 Immediate persuasion outcomes 
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 In relation to attitudes towards drink driving, the results supported the hypothesis that 
participants reporting higher involvement would associate the high response efficacy negative 
appeal with a more disapproving attitude towards drink driving than participants who viewed its 
positive counterpart (Hypothesis 2a). This finding may be explained by the affect-as-input 
explanation of affect’s role (Martin et al., 1997). Because participants knew that they were going 
to view road safety advertisements from the outset, it could be argued that participants were 
expecting the advertisements to be similar to the typical negative, fear-based approach often 
utilised and, thus, expected to feel negative feelings such as fear and sadness. However, for those 
participants who viewed the positive advertisements and, thus, experienced more positive feelings, 
such feelings would not have been consistent with how they had expected they would feel. 
Consequently, they interpreted their positive affective state as indication that the advertisements 
had not been effective because they did not feel as they should (see Martin et al., 1997).  
Whilst support was found for the affect-as-input view of affect’s role in relation to 
individuals of higher involvement, no support was found for the hypothesis relating to the “how 
do I feel?” heuristic in relation to individuals of lower involvement (Hypothesis 1a). This 
hypothesis proposed that if participants enacted the simple “how do I feel about it?” heuristic, the 
positive appeals, which presumably would have made participants feel “good”, would have 
subsequently led them to believe that they should be persuaded by the message. It would seem 
that, for those individuals of limited involvement with the road safety issue, persuasion is not 
simply achieved by making such individuals feel good or that other peripheral cues predominated 
their responses to the message.  
 With intentions, consistent with expectations, a significant interaction was found between 
appeal type, involvement, and response efficacy. Additionally, gender also interacted to result in 
a significant four-way interaction between all the key variables. However, analysis of the simple 
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main effects revealed findings that were inconsistent with Hypotheses 1a and 2a. Specifically, for 
males reporting lower involvement in the low response efficacy condition and females reporting 
higher involvement in the low response efficacy condition, the negative appeal was associated 
with significantly more intentions to use strategies than the positive appeal. The result found for 
males provides no support for the “how do I feel about it?” heuristic (and Hypothesis 1a) given 
that evidence of greater persuasion (i.e., higher intentions) was associated with the negative rather 
than positive appeal. In relation to response efficacy, for individuals reporting lower involvement, 
high response efficacy may not have been so crucial to message persuasiveness given analogous 
evidence derived from earlier studies that weak arguments may be as effective as strong 
arguments (e.g., Petty et al., 1981). It is perhaps worthy to note that these persuasion outcome 
results appear consistent with the TPE results (see Section 4.3). The male respondents’ influence 
ratings for the low response efficacy, positive advertisement revealed a classic TPE whilst there 
appeared to be an advantage in using positive, high response efficacy appeals with males (i.e., 
where an attenuation of the TPE was found). Arguably, the broader implication of this finding is 
that, for individuals of low involvement, it would be ill-advised to rely on appeals that just aim to 
make males “feel good” as emotion alone is not sufficient to persuade: positive appeals with low 
response efficacy appear to be rated poorly by males whereas positive appeals with high response 
efficacy are more effective. 
In relation to females reporting high involvement in the low response efficacy condition, 
finding stronger intentions not to drink and driving following exposure to the negative appeal 
relative to the positive appeal is consistent with the affect-as-input view (i.e., greater persuasion 
should be associated with the emotional appeal that evokes the expected negative emotions rather 
than an appeal that evokes the unexpected positive emotions such as humour). However, the fact 
that this persuasive advantage for negative appeals was found for the low rather than high 
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response efficacy appeals is inconsistent with Hypothesis 2a and previous literature. For highly 
involved individuals, elaboration on the quality of the information and arguments presented 
(which presumably would include consideration of the efficaciousness of the strategies provided 
as either weak or strong) would be expected (e.g., Petty et al., 1981). Moreover, evidence derived 
from the fear appeal literature attests to the importance of response efficacy as one of the 
strongest predictors of message effectiveness (see Floyd et al., 2000). Thus, for a low response 
efficacy negative appeal to be regarded as more persuasive than a positive, low response efficacy 
alternative attests particularly to the poorer performance of the positive advertisement: a low 
efficacy negative advertisement should not be effective according to fear appeal theories (e.g., 
PMT and EPPM) and empirical evidence (e.g., Tay & Watson, 2002).  
 In sum, the affect-as-input view of affect’s role may provide one possible explanation of 
the results obtained from the immediate post exposure measures of attitudes and intentions5. It 
appears that, immediately after exposure, there is a persuasive advantage for negative appeals. 
This result is consistent with previous empirical research (e.g., Evans et al., 1970). It appears that 
there is some support for the notion that individuals have grown to “expect” road safety 
advertisements to be a certain way and to make them feel certain emotions. Thus, the expectation 
to feel negative emotions, such as fear and sadness, were fulfilled with the negative appeals; 
however, with the positive, humorous appeals, feeling positive emotions was interpreted as 
inconsistent with expectations and, thus, the positive appeals were evaluated as less effective. 
This finding suggests that an important first step towards increasing the perceived effectiveness 
of positive appeals may be to simply increase the use of such appeals within road safety 
                                                 
5 A more definitive empirical test of this affect-as-input view of affect’s role would be to incorporate a pre-test 
questionnaire in which participants would provide information on what they regard to be a “good” road safety 
advertisement in terms of the emotional content it incorporates and the emotional responses that it evokes. We thank 
an anonymous reviewer of our article for this suggestion. 
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campaigns. Increasing their use may also increase individuals’ expectations that positive 
emotions may be felt after exposure to a road safety message. 
In contrast, the immediate-post exposure findings provide no support for the “how do I 
feel about it?” heuristic. For individuals reporting low involvement, some evidence counter to 
what was expected was found: the negative appeal was more effective than its positive 
counterpart for intentions to use strategies for males. It would seem that attempts to persuade low 
involved male drivers by appeals that simply aim to make them feel “good” are not sufficient to 
influence future driving intentions.  
Other immediate exposure measures, however, such as the TPE, suggest that the positive 
high efficacy appeal was more effective than its low response efficacy counterpart. Thus, it would 
appear that not only emotional content of the message determines the effectiveness of positive 
appeals for males, but also the level of response efficacy incorporated within the message. The 
broader implication of this finding is that it appears that response efficacy is as important to 
positive emotional appeals as it is for negative, fear-based appeals.   
4.2 Follow-up persuasion outcomes 
Unlike immediate persuasion outcome measures, it was predicted that affect may function 
more according to the “how do I feel about it?” heuristic (Schwarz, 1990; Schwarz & Clore, 1983) 
for individuals reporting higher involvement (Hypothesis 2b). Support for this prediction was 
underpinned by previous evidence that found positive appeals are more likely to improve in 
persuasiveness over time (e.g., Lammers et al., 1983; see also Godart & Prigongine, 2001; 
Prigogine, 2004). It was predicted that, for individuals reporting higher involvement, because 
they could have been expected to have processed the message more centrally, these individuals 
would be more likely to have processed the message more elaborately. After a time delay, rather 
than recall whether or not the emotion they felt at the time was appropriate or consistent with 
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what they expected, perhaps it is the more general experience of having felt “good” at the time 
that may have been remembered (given the transient nature of message-relevant affect). The 
follow-up post exposure attitudinal and behavioural measures provide support for this explanation.  
Consistent with predictions, the results revealed that the relative effectiveness of appeal 
type was influenced by the level of involvement, time, and gender as evidenced by a significant 
four-way interaction. Moreover, consistent with the attitude durability hypothesis of the ELM 
(Petty & Cacippo, 1986) and, as predicted, analysis of the simple effects revealed that all 
significant effects were found for individuals reporting high involvement only (Hypothesis 1b 
and 2b). These results suggest that those individuals who scored higher in involvement and whom, 
presumably, processed the messages centrally did have more enduring persuasive effects.  
Additionally, consistent with the expectation that positive appeals would show 
improvement over time, evidence was found of positive appeals producing significant 
improvement in attitudes at follow-up. Moreover, this pattern of improvement differed by gender 
and appeal type. Specifically, for the positive appeals, males showed significant and consistent 
improvement from pre- to immediate post- to follow-up post-exposure; whereas females showed 
significant improvement only between pre and follow-up post-exposure (Hypothesis 4).  
In contrast, for negative appeals, the only significant effect was for females who were 
found to report higher attitude scores at immediate post- and follow-up post- than at pre-exposure. 
Of particular note, immediate post-exposure scores did not significantly differ from follow-up 
post-exposure and, in fact, the latter mean score was lower than the former score suggesting that 
the greatest improvement in attitudes was found immediately after exposure with no further 
improvement (in fact a decrease) over time. This finding is consistent with previous empirical 
research of the attenuated effects of negative appeals over time (Evans et al., 1970; see also 
Godart & Prigogine, 2001; Prigogine, 2004). Thus, consistent with previous research (e.g., 
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Lammers et al., 1983) the current findings suggest that the persuasive effects of positive emotions 
are most likely to emerge after a time delay. The implication of this finding is that studies that 
examine the persuasiveness of positive appeals only in terms of immediate post-exposure 
measures are unlikely to provide a complete account of the persuasive effects of positive appeals.   
 With behaviour, consistent with predictions (Hypothesis 2b and 4), a significant 
interaction was found between appeal type, involvement, and gender. Specifically, males 
reporting higher involvement were less likely to have reported driving when possibly over the 
legal limit after having been exposed to the positive rather than the negative appeal. Thus, in 
relation to self-reported drink driving behaviour, a significant reduction was found from pre-
exposure measures of past behaviour to behaviour reported at follow-up. The results obtained 
revealed a number of consistencies with predictions. First, the significant simple effect was found 
for individuals higher in involvement (i.e., those individuals more likely to engage in central 
processing and thus evidence more enduring persuasive effects). Second, consistent with the 
expectation that positive appeals would show improvement over time, the only significant effect 
was found for the positive appeal condition. Third, it was expected that males would show 
evidence of a persuasive advantage for positive appeals.  
 Arguably, this finding is particularly encouraging given that it is a behavioural outcome 
measure (albeit self-report). The inclusion of a behavioural measure reflects the attempt to assess 
more practically significant outcomes which is pertinent in the health advertising context given 
that most campaigns aim to motivate longer-term health behaviour change (Job, 1988). Indeed, it 
represents a notable strength of the current study that a measure of behaviour, as opposed to 
behavioural intentions, was obtained. Although intentions are significant predictors of behaviour, 
the existence of the “intention-behaviour gap” highlights the fact that intentions are not perfect 
predictors of behaviour (Sniehotta, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2004). Further research is necessary to 
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support this finding as well as to ascertain whether messages addressing other risky driving 
behaviours such as speeding, are able to report a similar persuasive advantage for behavioural 
outcome measures with males. In summary, at follow-up, the persuasion outcome measures of 
attitudes and behaviour provide evidence that the function of affect changes over time.  
4.3 TPE results 
As predicted (Hypothesis 3), the current study’s results supported previous empirical 
evidence (i.e., Lewis et al., 2007b) with females demonstrating an attenuation of the classic TPE 
and males demonstrating a classic TPE, for negative appeals of both high and low response 
efficacy. Thus, similar to the conclusions drawn by Lewis et al., (2007b), the TPE results derived 
in the current study have significant theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, the 
findings highlight that the TPE is a factor possibly mediating the effectiveness of fear-based 
appeals. Derived from the communication literature, the TPE has received limited attention in the 
fear-based literature. Whilst it has been acknowledged that a myriad of factors, including 
individual difference and situational factors, influence the effectiveness of fear messages (Witte 
& Allen, 2000), the TPE is demonstrating itself to be a robust phenomenon in relation to 
impacting upon the effectiveness of fear-based appeals.  
In an applied context, these findings highlight that despite many physical threats being 
designed to target male road users (Tay, 2002), such appeals, whilst being rated as personally 
influential by females, are more likely to be regarded by males as more influential to some 
“other” third-person rather than oneself. Given that males are at a greater risk of being injured or 
killed in a road crash than females, it appears that current persuasive appeals may not be the most 
effective means of delivering road safety messages. The current study provides some evidence of 
alternative approaches that may be effective.      
More specifically, the current study also extended upon the previous TPE research by 
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examining the TPE in relation to road safety appeals incorporating positive emotion. To the 
authors’ knowledge, few studies have examined the TPE in relation to humorous or positive 
emotional messages addressing a serious health topic. As predicted (based on previous empirical 
evidence not examining the TPE and positive messages but, positive messages and persuasion 
outcomes; e.g., Conway & Dubé, 2002) the results indicated that, for humorous appeals, males 
reported an attenuation of the TPE whilst females reported a classic TPE. This finding represents 
a reversal of the perceived self and other influence ratings reported by males and females for 
negative, fear-based appeals. In other words, in relation to self and others influence, there appears 
to be a persuasive advantage for using positive appeals for males.  
Additionally, the current findings reflect the importance of response efficacy in relation to 
positive appeals. Specifically, evidence of the attenuation of the classic TPE for males was found 
only for the high response efficacy positive appeal; in the low efficacy condition, both males and 
females reported significant classic TPE’s. To date, limited evidence is available in relation to 
what types of appeals response efficacy is important for and what types of additional information 
positive appeals may require (see Dillard & Nabi, 2006). Consequently, these TPE results provide 
important extensions to contemporary understanding by highlighting the importance of response 
efficacy for positive appeals and by identifying the third-person perceptions as an additional 
factor mediating the influence of not only negative appeals but also positive appeals. 
4.4 Strengths, limitations, and future research  
Overall, the current study offers a number of significant contributions to the literature. 
First, it provides further evidence of the gender differences in relation to the impact of the TPE in 
relation to negative, fear-evoking appeals. Further, the study extends current understanding of the 
impact of the TPE in relation to positive emotional messages for health advertising. Second, the 
current study provides a direct comparison of the relative effectiveness of positive, humour-
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evoking and negative, fear-evoking health messages over time rather than only immediately after 
exposure. As such, the current study provides insight into the relative duration of the persuasive 
effects of different emotional appeals in the health advertising context. Additionally, the 
comparison is based on a range of persuasion outcome measures including attitudinal, intentional, 
and behavioural change, thus providing insight into the manner in which emotional appeals exert 
their persuasive effects. Although previous studies have compared the effectiveness of positive 
and negative appeals, not all included outcome measures taken over time nor for a range of 
measures (e.g., Brooker, 1981).Moreover, the study represents one of only a limited number of 
studies that have compared the persuasiveness of positive and negative messages addressing the 
same behaviour (i.e., drink driving) within the road safety advertising context. 
Third, as noted previously, much of what is currently known on the role of emotion in 
relation to attitude change has been based on affect defined in terms of mood. In such mood 
studies, manipulations to mood are made prior to the exposure to a persuasive message and this 
methodology is distinctly different from the impact of affective responses generated from the 
persuasive message itself. Thus, the current paper furthers understanding of message-relevant 
affect beyond what is currently known and based predominantly upon negative (i.e., fear) 
message-relevant affect.  
 Finally, the study does provide further support for the need to consider the effect of 
gender when examining the persuasiveness of health messages. However, whilst the study does 
contribute to the growing body of evidence highlighting the importance of gender it does not 
provide explanation for the presence of this gender effect. Thus, an important aim for future 
research may be to better understand this effect through relevant theorising such as Eagly’s (1987) 
social role theory (see also Putrevu, 2001 for an review of the origins of behavioural and 
processing differences for males and females) or methodological approaches (see Fisher & Dubi, 
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2005; Putrevu, 2001). Such improved understanding may facilitate the development of more 
appropriately targeted messages for particular audiences.  
The study has limitations that should be acknowledged. The first limitation relates to the 
lack of a neutral emotion condition (i.e., advertisements incorporating limited or no emotional 
content such as informational only advertisements). The inclusion of such a condition would 
improve the validity of the results through the provision of a baseline measure with which the 
relative effectiveness of positive and negative appeals could be compared6. It should be noted, 
however, that considerable research already attests to the persuasive advantage of emotional 
appeals relative to non-emotional, fact-providing appeals for health campaigns addressing various 
issues including road safety (Elliott, 1993) and AIDS/HIV (Flora & Maibach, 1990). A second 
limitation relates to the fact that the study was based only on affect defined in terms of a positive 
versus negative dichotomy. A growing body of literature is supporting the need for emotion to be 
examined in terms of discrete emotions (see Dillard & Peck, 2000). To the extent that the current 
study attempts to raise research interest in relation to positive message-relevant affect, it is hoped 
that further studies are conducted that support or challenge suggestions of the manner in which 
message-relevant affect may function under different conditions of involvement.  
A third limitation is that our results are based on two advertisements per participant. 
Consequently, it is possible that our results reflect specific responses to other characteristics of 
these advertisements that we did not anticipate or measure. A fourth limitation is that positive 
emotion was operationalised only in terms of humorous appeals and, thus, the extent to which the 
current results would generalise to other types of positive emotions, such as pride, is unknown. 
There remains much unexplored in relation to positive emotional appeals, not only in road safety, 
                                                 
6 Although our early sessions of the experiment included a neutral condition, this condition was discontinued after 
preliminary analysis indicated that the advertisements were evoking significant negative emotional responses. This 
finding emerged despite pre-testing which identified the advertisements as neutral. 
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but within health campaigns more generally. Thus, future research should aim to examine 
different types of positive emotional appeals.  
We also note that there are particular limitations associated with aspects of the study’s 
measures as well as the nature of the sample and, in particular, how representative the sample is 
of the general driving population. In relation to the measure utilised, all were self-report in nature. 
Additionally, while the current study adopted one of the more common conceptualisations of the 
involvement construct in terms of personal relevance (see Roser, 1990), it is important to note 
that there is still debate surrounding how best to define involvement. Moreover, even when 
involvement has been conceptualised as personal relevance, evident disparity exists in relation to 
the actual measures adopted (see Roser, 1990). Indeed, criticism has been directed at the various 
conceptualisations of the construct that have emerged and which have resulted in numerous 
operationalisations (see Rossiter, Donovan, & Jones, 2000). The involvement measure would 
benefit from further refinement within the applied health advertising context. Also, the current 
study’s measurement of the construct was limited due to the adoption of a single item measure. 
Despite the use of such a measure, the inclusion of the involvement construct was based on a 
substantive body of theoretical and empirical evidence which has identified the construct’s 
importance for determining the role that affect may play in persuasive messages (e.g., Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1986; Petty et al., 1993).  
A final limitation of the current study is that it focused more on the relative persuasive 
outcomes of positive and negative appeals as opposed to the persuasive process of such appeals. 
Thus, given the relative dearth of explanatory frameworks for the operation of positive message-
relevant affect, future research should focus on explaining the persuasive process of positive 
appeals with the aim of explaining how and when (and why) humour and other positive emotions 
may work in health advertising. 
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The overarching aim of the current study was to provide an empirical comparison of the 
relative persuasiveness of positive and negative emotional health appeals. Overall, the study 
highlights that positive appeals may play a role within the array of strategies that advertising 
practitioners draw upon in future campaigns with a particular and notable advantage for males.  
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Table 1 
Brief descriptions of anti-drink driving advertisements utilised in the study 
Ad Name Condition Description 
Glasses 
 
Negative Appeal/  
Low Response 
Efficacy 
Empty beer glasses appear in front of the windscreen one by one causing 
increasingly blurred vision. The car collides into the rear of a stationary truck. The 
wife of the driver is told by police that her husband has been killed. 
Never Negative Appeal/ 
High Response 
Efficacy 
“Julie” and her boyfriend are at her dad’s birthday party. The boyfriend is shown 
drinking alcohol. “Julie” asks if she should drive because he has been drinking. 
Her boyfriend says that he is okay to drive. He collides with a stationary truck. 
Julie is shown covered in blood and lifeless. The boyfriend survives. Julie’s dad 
has flashbacks of Julie at his party. The advertisement highlights the strategy of 
letting someone else, who hasn’t been drinking, drive. 
Karaoke Positive Appeal/ 
Low Response 
Efficacy 
Set in a bar with a karaoke machine. Intending to be humorous, the advertisement 
shows that the more people drink the more confident they become. The 
advertisement concludes, that unlike driving after drinking, singing after drinking 
will not kill anyone. 
Taxi Positive Appeal/ 
High Response 
Efficacy 
Shows the comical conversations a taxi driver experiences with intoxicated 
passengers. The advertisement concludes with, “If you drink and drive and take a 
taxi, you’re a bloody genius”. The advertisement models an alternative, safe 
behaviour, namely, taking a taxi after drinking and is intended to be humorous.. 
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Table 2 
Mean and Standard Deviations of self and other  influence ratings by appeal type and gender for the high 
response efficacy advertisements  
Appeal type Gender (N) Self/Others Mean SD 
Negative Male (39) Self 3.87 2.11 
  Others 
4.33 1.90 
 Female (60) Self 
5.12 2.04 
  Others 
5.20 1.36 
Positive Male  (32) Self 
3.97 1.96 
  Others 
4.09 1.57 
 Female (70) Self 
3.40 1.88 
  Others 
4.33 1.37 
 
Table 3 
Mean and Standard Deviations of self and other influence ratings by appeal type and gender for the low 
response efficacy advertisements  
Appeal type Gender (N) Self/Others Mean SD 
Negative Male (39) Self 
3.21 1.87 
  Others 
3.79 1.67 
 Female (60) Self 
4.70 2.05 
  Others 
4.60 1.51 
Positive Male (32) Self 
3.28 1.73 
  Others 
3.91 1.53 
 Female (70) Self 
2.53 1.62 
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  Others 
3.57 1.28 
 
Table 4 
 
All significant effects for immediate and follow-up persuasive outcomes by appeal, involvement, response efficacy (RE), and gender a 
 
Immediate 
Outcome Measure Significant Effects 
Attitude  Appeal 
Gender 
Appeal x RE x Involvement 
F(1, 190) = 5.70, p = .001, ηp2 = .05 
F(1, 190) = 5.70, p = .018, ηp2 = .03 
F(1, 190) = 4.53, p = .035, ηp2 = .02 
 Intentions Appeal 
Appeal x RE 
Appeal x RE x Involvement 
Appeal x RE x Involvement x Gender 
F(1, 112) = 7.19, p = .008, ηp2 = .06 
F(1, 112) = 7.54, p =.007, ηp2 = .06 
F(1, 112) = 6.31, p = .013, ηp2 = .05 
F(1, 112) = 3.78, p = .054, ηp2 = .03 
Follow-up 
Outcome Measure Significant Effects 
Attitude Appeal 
Time 
Time x Gender 
Time x Involvement 
Appeal x Gender x Involvement x Time 
F(1, 103) = 8.92, p = .004, ηp2 = .08 
F(2, 102) = 10.31, p < .001, ηp2 = .17 
F(2, 102) = 4.20, p = .018, ηp2 = .08 
F(2, 102) = 3.94, p = .022, ηp2 = .07 
F(2, 102) = 3.25, p = .043, ηp2 = .06 
Behaviour Gender 
Appeal x Involvement 
Appeal x Involvement x Gender 
F(1, 108) = 7.56, p = .007, ηp2 = .07 
F(1, 108) = 15.26, p < .001, ηp2 = .12 
F(1, 108) = 8.43, p = .004, ηp2 = .07 
Note. a Table 4 summarises only the significant effects found for each analyses. The follow-up results for the significant interactions are reported 
in the relevant section of the body of results.  b ηp2 or partial eta-squared is a measure of effect size. This measure of effect size is recommended 
when comparisons of an identical manipulation across studies that have different factorial designs are wanted and/or likely (Levine & Hullett, 
2002; Pierce, Block, & Aguinis, 2004).  
Table 5  
Means attitude scores at follow-up post-exposure by appeal type, gender, involvement, and time  
Appeal Type Gender Involvement a Time b Mean Std. Error 
Positive Male 1.00 1 5.04 0.57 
      2 4.75 0.55 
      3 5.42 0.51 
    2.00 1 4.06 0.50 
      2 4.25 0.48 
      3 4.88 0.44 
  Female 1.00 1 4.22 0.28 
      2 4.45 0.27 
      3 4.54 0.25 
    2.00 1 4.18 0.31 
      2 4.38 0.29 
      3 4.68 0.27 
Negative Male 1.00 1 5.29 0.40 
      2 5.54 0.39 
      3 5.48 0.36 
    2.00 1 4.75 0.99 
      2 5.00 0.95 
      3 6.13 0.88 
  Female 1.00 1 5.82 0.33 
      2 5.86 0.32 
      3 5.75 0.29 
    2.00 1 5.17 0.32 
      2 5.90 0.31 
   3 5.79 0.29 
a 1 = Low involvement and 2 = High involvement. b Time 1 = pre-exposure, Time 2 = average of 
immediate post-exposure scores for the two advertisements, Time 3 = follow-up post-exposure.  
 
 
 
 
 
